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Training acTors in The aTeneo 






Anglo-American or Western acting practices, largely influenced 
by the works of Russian theater theorist Konstantin Stanislavsky, 
lie at the core of acting courses in the Philippines and many 
countries of the world. In Western societies, these practices 
are taught in a cultural context where individualism, personal 
achievement, egalitarianism, and democratic principles are 
valued. These cultural orientations facilitate the expression of 
an actor’s inner life. In contrast, the cultural orientations in 
the Philippine context are a deference to authority, a sense 
of shame, and an inclination to emotionalism. How, then, 
does the Ateneo Theater Arts Program, based in a Philippine 
university, impart Western practices? This paper proposes an 
answer based on the writers’ personal experiences as theater 
practitioners and on interviews with students. It finds that 
through cultural negotiation enacted in acting exercises, an 
accommodation between Western acting methods and local 
1This paper is a revised and expanded version of a presentation made at the 8th Asia-Pacific 
Bureau Festival of Theater Schools, La Salle College of Arts, Singapore, June 6–8, 2015.
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cultural imperatives can be reached, a situation that allows 
Filipino actors to eventually discover their own unique ways of 
showing inner lives onstage.
KEYWORDS: accommodation; Stanislavsky; Meisner 
Technique; Viewpoints; acting methods; Filipino cultural traits
Western and specifically Anglo-American acting methods have been 
the staple of most acting classes in the Philippines, notably in Metro 
Manila.2 The Theater Arts Program of the Ateneo de Manila University is 
no exception. But since such acting techniques were developed in a Western 
context and are geared for actors with an orientation toward individualism 
and egalitarianism, it requires a sensitivity to cultural imperatives for one to 
impart the same techniques to Filipino students, a condition that may inhibit 
the full application of these acting techniques. This paper describes how the 
Ateneo Theater Arts Program overcomes such cultural forces to enable these 
techniques to work in the Philippine setting. It argues that through a process 
of cultural negotiation, the Program achieves an accommodation between 
Western practices and Filipino cultural orientations. 
To foreground this process of cultural negotiation, we present overviews 
of the Ateneo academic context, the major Western acting techniques, and 
the key cultural orientations that affect the use of these techniques in a 
Filipino classroom.
THE ACADEMIC CONTEXT
The course of studies leading to the Bachelor of Fine Arts (BFA), major 
in Theater Arts, opened in the year 2000 along with the larger Fine Arts 
Program, a mother program that also includes undergraduate degree programs 
in Arts Management, Creative Writing, and Information Design. Theater at 
the Ateneo de Manila, however, has a much longer history. Because dramatics 
was integral to Jesuit pedagogy as a major vehicle to teach students eloquentia 
(eloquence) and sapientia (wisdom), theater activities were a regular feature of 
2See, for example, the exercises in Anna Valdes-Lim, Workshop: A Manual on Acting (Pasig 
City: Anvil, 1997) and in Paul Palmore, An Actor’s Handbook: A Guide for the Beginning and 
Intermediate Actor (Quezon City: New Day, 1982).
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Ateneo life since the school’s founding in 1859.3 The dramatic tradition has 
extended to the present despite changes in the university’s core curriculum and 
the shift in institutional priorities from eloquentia and sapientia to academic 
excellence, internationalization, sustainability, and nation building.4 As 
before, however, theater productions were run by student groups that formed, 
dissolved, and re-merged under new names over the years.5 The BFA Theater 
Arts Program was a way to grant this tradition an academic legitimacy and 
a professional ethos.
According to the website of the Department of Fine Arts of the Ateneo 
de Manila University, the Ateneo Theater Arts Program aims to expose 
students to a range of theater activities that will contribute to their growth as 
trained professionals in the performing arts.6 It introduces them, specifically, 
to four tracks of theater performance—acting, directing, production design, 
and technical theater—with an option for limited specialization in one of 
these tracks. All theater majors, for example, take a course in basic acting 
or Acting I. Those who wish to pursue the acting track, as the majority of 
majors do, enroll in Acting II, a course in intermediate acting that builds on 
the foundational skills taught in Acting I. Then, they prepare and mount a 
performance thesis production demonstrating their acting skills. Students 
who take a minor in Theater Arts follow the same sequence of courses, but 
take fewer classes.
Ateneo Theater Arts faculty members like ourselves are professional 
practitioners with a long history of associations with different Philippine 
theater companies. They have postgraduate degrees from Philippine 
3See Doreen G. Fernandez, “Historical Notes on the Jesuits and Early Philippine Theater,” 
Philippine Studies 29 (1981): 375–93; Miguel A. Bernad, SJ, Dramatics at the Ateneo de 
Manila: A History of Three Decades, 1921–1952 (Manila: Ateneo Alumni Association, 1977), 3; 
Jose S. Arcilla, SJ, “Ateneo de Manila: Problems and Policies, 1859–1939,” in The Jesuit Educational 
Tradition: The Philippine Experience, ed. Raul J. Bonoan, SJ, and James A. O’Donnell, SJ (Quezon 
City: Ateneo de Manila University, 1988), 39.
4Ricardo Abad, “Shakespeare as Cultural Capital: Its Rise, Fall, and Renaissance in 
Philippine Elite Education,” in Shakespeare’s Asian Journeys, ed. Beatrice Lei, Judy Celine Ick, and 
Poonam Trevedi (London: Routledge, forthcoming).
5Bernad, 204; Maria Cynthia Barriga, “Beyond the Backstage: The Effects of Philippine 
Social Conditions on the Choice of Plays and Their Performances by Theaters in the Ateneo de 
Manila University, 1965–1986” (undergraduate thesis, Department of History, Ateneo de Manila 
University, 2009), 14–65; Melissa M. Maramara, “Shakespeare on the Ateneo Stage: A History 
of Post-Colonial Shakespeare in the Ateneo de Manila University,” Asian Perspectives in the Arts 
and Humanities 2, no. 2 (2012): 81–85.
6http://www.admu.edu.ph/ls/soh/finearts/bachelor-fine-arts-major-theater-arts.
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universities or from schools in the United States, as well as extensive training 
in or exposure to theaters all over the world. Their pedagogical models for 
actor training draw primarily from modern Western traditions, specifically 
those of Konstantin Stanislavsky, a Russian actor, director, and theater theorist 
who founded a system commonly known as method acting through his work 
with the Moscow Art Theater in the early part of the twentieth century. This 
pedagogical method, along with its variants developed by later teachers, is 
likewise a popular style of acting followed in the United States. It appears on 
the acting syllabi of most American theater schools and occupies a prominent 
place in contemporary theater, television, and film.7 Marlon Brando, Robert 
de Niro, Dustin Hoffman, Daniel Day-Lewis, Anne Hathaway, and Kate 
Winslet are among the actors who adopt this acting style.
KEY WESTERN ACTING STYLES
Stanislavsky’s approach to acting and his thoughts on the acting process 
appear in several books.8 The approach can be simplified as follows: For 
audiences to identify with the actor, the actor has to identify with the role. 
To achieve this identification, actors must learn how to empathize with a 
character’s given circumstances as a way to reach a truthful and intense 
emotional state during a performance. Actors must also be able to tap into 
personal experiences that approximate the character’s circumstances by 
summoning past memories and imagining what it would be like to be in 
that character’s world (also called the “magic if”). 
Once the actor “drops in” the given circumstances of the character and 
is truthfully responding to imaginary circumstances of the scene, he or she 
can then begin to focus on the character’s overall objective in the play. This 
the actor attains through physicalizing psychological actions. These actions 
are further broken down into specific units or beats within a scene or in the 
progression of scenes. Thus, every external action—a gesture or walk, a piece 
7Ann Fliosotos and Gail Medford, Teaching Theater Today: Pedagogical Views of Theater 
Higher Education (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2009), 51–64; Prasanna, Indian Method in 
Acting (New Delhi: National School of Drama, 2014), 219.
8Among them are Konstantin Stanislavsky, An Actor Prepares, trans. Elizabeth Reynolds 
Hapgood (New York: Taylor and Francis, 2013; originally published in English in 1936); Michael 
Chekhov, On the Technique of Acting (New York: Harper Collins, 1991); and Robert Benedetti, 
The Actor at Work (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Simon and Schuster, 1970).
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of stage business, or a vocal inflection, to give a few examples—should reflect 
the character’s inner life and help the character achieve her or his objective. 
Stanislavsky also believed that actors should aspire to be “in the moment,” 
“natural,” or “lively” on stage. They must likewise avoid the melodramatic, 
an artificial acting style manifested in the excessive display of feelings, a style 
that was prevalent in Russian theater during Stanislavsky’s time.
While Stanislavsky’s ideas are central to actor training at the Ateneo, other 
practices are also found on the Ateneo acting syllabus. One practice, a variant 
of the Stanislavksy method, is the Meisner Technique, which sharpens the 
actor’s ability to “stay on partner,” that is, to look and listen to a co-actor and 
react as spontaneously as possible so that an “emotional dialogue” takes place 
and actors develop the skill of “living truthfully in imaginary circumstances.”9 
The technique begins with a series of basic repetition exercises where the 
actors take turns identifying what they actually see on their co-actors’ faces 
and/or bodies and actually hear in their co-actor’s voices. The exercises allow 
them to develop the skill of “sourcing.” The actors progress to a series of 
improvised scenes with physical tasks of moderate difficulty, later followed 
by tasks motivated by imaginary high stakes and provocative news. Through 
the Meisner Technique, actors search for the motivation to do things from an 
external source rather than search within themselves for emotional triggers 
that they deem “appropriate” for the scene. They actively scan their scene 
partner’s emotions or inner life, and do what will truly affect their scene 
partner from their findings.
Other variants to Stanislavsky’s psychological approach include 
techniques where instead of letting the inner life determine the external 
physical movement, as Stanislavsky proposes, the external movement informs 
the inner life. One such approach is Viewpoints, a set of movement vocabulary 
that, if applied in exercises, enables actors, alone and in an ensemble, to react 
to various external stimuli (other bodies and objects in space, the set pieces 
and stage floor, even the texture of objects) to enrich an actor’s inner life.10 
Viewpoints of space and time allow the actors to break out of the limiting 
preconceived notions of “polite” and “proper” behavior, and encourage them 
to respond freely with their bodies. As Bogart and Landau claim: “Viewpoints 
and composition . . . represent a clear-cut procedure and attitude that is 
9Sanford Meisner and Dennis Longwell, Sanford Meisner on Acting (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1987), 16.
10Anne Bogart and Tina Landau, The Viewpoints Book: A Practical Guide to Viewpoints and 
Composition (New York: Theater Communications Group, 2005), 35–80.
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nonhierarchical, practical and collaborative in nature. . . . Actors, freed from 
seeking parental approval, are given responsibility as co-creators of the event.”11
Another method for more advanced actors is the Brechtian approach 
to acting, one developed by the German playwright Bertolt Brecht and 
his Berliner Ensemble. Upheld in the Brechtian ideal is the dual nature of 
performance: the performer on stage is half actor and half character. By being 
conscious of their performance—“objectifying the role,” so to speak—actors 
comment on the character, as well as invite audiences to comment along with 
them. This is achieved through the gestural life of the actor. French theater 
theorist Patrice Pavis stresses Brecht’s study of theatrical gesture. According 
to him, “The Gestus does not lead to a puppet-like use of gesture, where the 
slightest indication of behavior immediately takes on the function of a signal. 
. . . So the Gestus is in no sense the ‘cheap imitation of a fixed sociological 
vision of human behavior.’”12 The Gestus is the actor’s external representation 
of the character’s inner life and its relationship to the society.
Improvisations are central in all these practices and are given special 
attention through other exercises that make actors accept and respond to any 
circumstance given to them (e.g., Weston 1996). Many non-practitioners 
find improvisation daunting, but it is at the heart of every performance. The 
governing principle behind improvisation is the Law of Agreement, more 
popularly known as Yes-And, which begins with the actors’ “coming to basic 
physical agreement . . . about the character of the space.”13 Students then learn 
to “silence the inner critic,” “be in the moment,” “explore and expand,” and 
develop a “group mind.”
The mix of practices taught in the Ateneo Theater Arts Program makes 
“eclecticism” the overall pedagogical tool for theater students. Teachers 
are conscious of Stanislavsky’s vocabulary and use it as a “spine” of their 
syllabi, but they do not hesitate to employ other practices to enrich student 
learning and to take the class in a new direction if needed. However, since 
these approaches originated in Western contexts, from a culture that values 
individualism, egalitarianism, democracy (self-expression), and achievement,14 
11Ibid., 15–18.
12Patrice Pavis, Languages of the Stage: Essays in the Semiology of the Theatre (New York: PAJ 
Publications, 1993), 44.
13Matt Besser, Ian Roberts, and Matt Walsh, The Upright Citizen’s Brigade Comedy 
Improvisation Manual, ed. Joe Wengert (New York: Comedy Council of Nicea LCC, 2013), 32. 
Italics in the original.
14Robin Williams, American Society: A Sociological Interpretation, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Knopf, 1965); James Henslin, Sociology: A Down-to-Earth Approach, 10th ed., international 
edition (Boston: Pearson, 2010).
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Ateneo teachers like us realize that some form of cultural negotiation has to 
take place for these techniques to work in a Philippine cultural context. How 
do these two cultural frames interact in the course of one’s teaching Filipino 
students Western acting practices? What Filipino cultural orientations clash 
with these practices? How are they resolved? Before answering these questions, 
we must identify three features of Filipino culture that, in our teaching 
experience, affect the learning of Anglo-American or Western acting styles. 
THE CULTURAL CONTEXT
Three cultural tendencies in Filipino culture challenge the teaching of 
Anglo-American acting methods: (1) a deference to authority (coupled with 
a related theme, elitism), (2) a sense of shame, and (3) an inclination toward 
emotionalism.15 That is not to say that the dispositions of Filipino actors 
are homogenous. The degree that these tendencies exist among students 
varies, and they are best seen as a guide to the way Filipinos interact in 
social contexts.
Deference to Authority
Filipinos are respectful of authority and are taught to defer to elders 
and superiors in cultural and civil hierarchies.16 Three hierarchies of respect 
command attention: respect along family lines from the oldest to the youngest, 
respect along civil or community lines with the highest level of deference 
shown to those in power (political officials, government bureaucrats, priests, 
doctors, managers, among others), and respect for peers who excel over others 
in this or that engagement.17 A fourth hierarchy of respect falls along class 
lines, with deference shown to those in the upper social stratum, a hierarchical 
type that often trumps civil lines of respect. Thus, a barangay captain or 
another political official may defer to residents who belong to the upper social 
15For an overview of the Philippine value system, see Frank Lynch, “Social Acceptance 
Reconsidered,” in Four Readings on Philippine Values, ed. Frank Lynch and Alfonso de Guzman II, 
IPC Papers, no. 2 (Quezon City: Institute of Philippine Culture, 1973), 1–22; and Felipe Landa 
Jocano, Filipino Value System: A Cultural Definition (Manila: Punlad Research House, 1997).
16Belen T. G. Medina, The Filipino Family, 2nd ed. (Quezon City: University of the 
Philippines Press, 2001), 28–30, 162–65.
17Joe America, “Enacting the Whine,” The Society of Honor: The Philippines (blog), 
February 14, 2013, https://joeam.com/2013/02/14/enacting-the-whine/.
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class. Regardless of each hierarchy, however, respect follows authoritarian 
lines, that is, from top to bottom. In contrast, American hierarchies of respect, 
while following similar categories, proceed from down up. Respect in that 
context has to be earned and not imposed at the outset.
Student experiences in play productions usually involve the strong 
presence of a director whom students please by their following his or her 
instructions. In acting training, this deference translates to a list of “what 
should” and “what shouldn’t,” the items under the “what should” column 
being those that the director approves of or what students think a director will 
approve of. Such deference inhibits initiative and risk-taking, and diminishes 
confidence. Filipino acting teachers thus need to find ways to break down 
authority and hierarchy in order for them to prod students toward a free 
revelation of an inner life as demanded by so-called modern acting methods.
For Ateneo students, the hierarchy of respect based on class deserves 
special attention. From its founding in 1859, the Ateneo has been an elite 
school, the Philippine equivalent of an American Ivy League school or a 
British prep school. The Ateneo’s student composition today is still reflective 
of this elitism: while 17–18 percent of college students are on scholarships, 
the remaining 82–83 percent come from families who are able to afford to 
pay the high tuition rates, among the highest in the country.18 
In the Philippines, as perhaps elsewhere in the world, the rich and the 
poor generally live in separate worlds.19 Thus, from the standpoint of theater 
training, Ateneo Theater Arts recruits people from the elite: students who 
have meagre links with the lives of the disadvantaged, who possess a sense of 
privilege and propriety, and who are more attuned to Western than local works 
in the performing arts. They are, however, presumably intelligent, thanks to 
rigorous college admission requirements; cerebral, given the intensive training 
they have received in some of the country’s finest high schools; and urbane, 
in possession of the manners of the middle or the upper class (including a 
higher aptitude for speaking in English). These qualities give Ateneo students 
a greater facility to play Rizal rather than Bonifacio, lords rather than vassals, 
characters at the top of each hierarchy of respect alluded to earlier. They 
are, on the whole, also more equipped than most students in the country to 
18http://www.ateneo.edu/ls/undergraduate/financial-aid
19Bienvenido F. Nebres, SJ, “The Task of a Jesuit University in the Philippines,” in The 
Jesuit Educational Tradition: The Philippine Experience, ed. Raul J. Bonoan, SJ, and James A. 
O’Donnell, SJ (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University 1988), 61–70.
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play Shakespeare in English.20 For them to play the poor and the powerless, 
however, will demand of them more research and training, as well as a mental 
restructuring of the hierarchies of respect. By those means could they cultivate 
a truthful and convincing inner life as actors.
Hiyâ, or a Sense of Shame
Hiyâ is the local term for a sense of embarrassment or shame, a cultural 
imperative to behave in accordance with one’s role lest she or he be humiliated 
for disrupting the order of things (e.g., respect for authority).21 Hiyâ is being 
shy, reserved, hesitant, or reluctant—not coming on strong in front of 
others, not saying things out of line, and not putting others in a position of 
being humiliated. While this imperative has useful benefits in interpersonal 
exchanges, hiyâ also tends to stifle vocal and physical expressions that are 
considered inappropriate in Philippine society. More Filipino women than 
men are afflicted with it because female behavioral expressions, physical and 
vocal, are subject to social constraints more than male behavior is. For that 
reason, it is far easier (and less shameful) for Filipinos to adopt an external 
and stylistic manner, otherwise known as a presentational form of acting, 
especially one that involves codified movements (a form of authoritative text), 
than it is for them to engage in realistic or representational forms of acting in 
which displaying a unique and vulnerable self is paramount.
Madamdamin, or Sense of Emotionalism
Having said that, Filipino actors who have learned to overcome hiyâ on 
stage find it much easier to express emotions. Often, however, these emotions 
are unleashed in a melodramatic style. Melodrama, after all, relies on the 
externalization of emotions usually in ways that quickly register in the minds 
of audiences. Melodrama also features characters who are simply drawn, often 
bordering on stereotypes, and who do not manifest a richly-textured inner 
life. This sense of emotionalism in Filipino culture stems from a sense of 
hiyâ, where feelings of shame percolate; from a sensitivity of one’s self-esteem 
or amor proprio, where one’s ego is easily bruised by an offending remark or 
gesture; and from a sense of compassion and mercy, or awâ, where one feels 
morally obligated to sympathize and help others in need.22 These forms of 
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emotionalism are played to the hilt in the melodramatic acting heard on radio 
dramas and seen on television soap operas. They also surface in the largely 
externalized acting styles found in such Filipino theater forms as the komedya, 
sarsuwela, and bodabil, or in the oratorical delivery of lines in the balagtasan 
or in early Ateneo Shakespeare productions.23 Thus, if one is to distinguish 
method acting from commonly featured Filipino acting—or Indian acting 
for that matter24—one can generalize thus: method acting à la Stanislavsky 
says to internalize everything that is external; the typical Filipino acting says 
to externalize all that is internal. The Western models of “no acting please” 
and of “underplaying” need to be studied and learned as a new skill by Ateneo 
student actors.
Training Filipino student actors to master Western acting practices does 
not imply, however, a rejection of Filipino cultural traits or an abandonment 
of external forms of acting. It entails rather an accommodation of Western 
practices within Philippine cultural contingencies. Accommodation refers to 
a fusion of styles, leading to a hybrid or an indigenized practice, and it can 
take many forms. Its opposites are conversion or assimilation, or the total 
adaptation of the Western practice, on the one hand, and resistance, or the 
complete rejection of the Western practice, on the other. Accommodation, 
however, is neither conversion nor resistance. As Rafael’s historical account of 
Catholic conversion in early Tagalog society suggests, accommodation may 
be seen as a form of contractual negotiation: Filipinos take into account what 
they understand about a foreign practice and proceed to fashion their own 
style based on the new idea.25 Mijares’s study of Filipino dancers in Hong 
Kong Disneyland reveals a similar contract at work: Filipino dancers learn 
the standard choreography expected of them but perform it with a panache 
(“malandi,” to use Mijares’s term) that their fellow Chinese dancers do not 
display onstage.26 Similarly, De Dios’s study of Filipino musicians finds that 
local musicians performing Western music abroad build their own niche 
not by imitating the style of Western musicians, but by developing a more 
23For an overview of traditional Philippine theater forms, see Doreen G. Fernandez, Palabas: 
Essays on Philippine Theater History (Quezon City: Ateneo de Manila University Press, 1996). For 
early Shakespeare at the Ateneo, see Abad, forthcoming.
24See Prasanna.
25Vicente L. Rafael, Contracting Colonialism: Translation and Christian Conversion in Early 
Tagalog Society under Spanish Rule (London and Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1988).
26Clarissa Mijares, “Hidden Mickeys: Reflecting on a Filipino Identity in Movement in 
Dance” (master’s thesis, Ateneo de Manila University, 2012).
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flexible repertoire and by establishing more rapport with their audience.27 In 
the theater, appropriating Filipino elements to productions of Shakespearean 
text has become a mode of intercultural accommodation.28
NEGOTIATING ACTING TRAINING AT THE ATENEO
Ateneo students who display a deference to authority, hiyâ, and a 
melodrama sense of performance tend to “overthink” throughout the acting 
process. They are overly self-critical, a fact which ultimately results in 
stage fright or performance anxiety. How, then, do Ateneo acting practices 
accommodate Western models to meet the cultural tendencies ingrained in 
students? Ateneo acting classes offer an academic approach with a three-step 
strategy. First is to establish a safe space. Second is to define a clear vocabulary 
of the Western techniques and to practice the techniques within Filipino 
cultural realities. Third is to encourage students to identify their personal 
barriers, goals, and artistic processes. This three-step method meets the 
students’ need for structure and allows them to respond well to the exercises 
even if these challenge cultural imperatives. In the long run, the creative 
process becomes “academic”: students identify an approach to their creative 
process, practice the approach in a manner they can repeat, and articulate 
their personalized technique so that others may replicate the process in their 
own creative endeavors. 
Step 1: Establishing the Safe Space
The first cultural tendency addressed by the acting classes is the sense 
of shame. Body and voice training seeks to slowly release students from 
internalized inhibitions that manifest in unnecessary tension that limits 
their external expression and movement. To minimize external stimuli that 
further inhibit the student, the teachers create a non-threatening training 
environment—a space where students feel encouraged to grant themselves 
the permission to be free in their movements and in using their voices. 
27Angeline De Dios, “Western Music by Its Others: Overseas Filipino Musicians and the 
Geographies of Migrant Creative Labor” (PhD diss., National University of Singapore, 2015).
28See, for example, Ricardo Abad, “Appropriating Shakespeare and Resisting Colonialism: 
Reflections of a Stage Director,” in Transnationalizing Culture in Asia: Dramas, Musics, Arts 
and Agencies, ed. Hiroko Nagai and Tito Valiente (Manila: Japan Foundation and the Japanese 
Studies Program, Ateneo de Manila University, 2009), 74–89.
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Environment not only refers to the physical work space, but more importantly 
to the atmosphere created by the ensemble of acting students, whose notions 
of, and attitudes toward, acting vary.
Creating a safe space levels off and balances expectations among students 
and provides the teacher with a more holistic class dynamic. To achieve this 
safe space, the classes begin with a series of highly physical theater games that 
have a two-fold function: first, to break the ice and set a welcoming and fun 
atmosphere of camaraderie; second, to help teachers identify physical holds, 
gestural habits, and the openness levels of students. The first few weeks of class 
are devoted to these physical games and Viewpoints activities that lead into 
the warm-up exercises that prepare students for actual performances. Aimed 
at developing basic improvisational skills (silencing the inner critic, being in 
the moment, observing the principle of agreement, exploring and expanding, 
and practicing group mind), the exercises resemble the structure of children’s 
games, which focus and balance group energy and set it in a flowing motion 
from one student to another, encouraging openness and mobility. 
In our experience, students enjoy the extensive list of non-verbal and 
highly physical game-based activities often played at the beginning of the 
class as warm-up exercises. These activate their bodies and, more importantly, 
their willingness to explore. Immediately after playing the games, teachers ask 
processing questions. These allow the students to gather/gain insights into 
their participation in the game and to translate these into personal objectives 
that they can aspire to reach in class. In turn, this prepares students for the 
process-oriented (rather than results-oriented) structure of activities: giving 
instructions, exploring scenes, and communicating feedback. Although the 
process-oriented system cultivates a consistency in technique, teachers must be 
mindful of keeping a balance between discussion and practice. This process 
helps students identify the principles behind the activity without making it 
too cerebral.
This first set of exercises addresses the cultural imperative of hiyâ by 
providing students with an opportunity to reclaim their voices and bodies, 
and by replacing the “correct” notion of performance with an unlimited source 
of sound and movement that is available to be explored. As the pressure to be 
correct diminishes, students become more connected to their physical choices: 
the inner critic is silenced, the students are less reluctant to release vocal 
sounds and less hesitant to “come on strong” in front of others. Humiliation 
is no longer a threat because everything has become a source of truth in the 
present moment that can be shared by the group, which no longer passes 
negative judgment but rather operates within an energy of collaboration.
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Step 2: Physicalization: Action in Truthful Response
The second cultural tendency addressed by the acting classes is the 
sense of emotionalism. To address the tendency for habitual melodramatic 
externalization of emotions, teachers provide the acting terminology outlined 
by Stanislavsky, which students may use to scaffold their understanding of the 
text within the context of their Filipino realities and values, and to perform 
the role with the goal of communicating universal truth with specificity 
and purpose. So rather than indulging in overly emotional performances 
of general and safe depictions of character, students facilitate their access 
to intense emotions through a vocabulary-based process that will create a 
performance that is both personal to them and specific to the requirements 
of the scene. The sense of emotionalism is addressed by the affirmation of 
their cultural influences, which are now expressed in a more organic and less 
artificial method.
The framework provided by the vocabulary helps students find their 
footing especially when they are discouraged by the pressure to perform. It 
keeps the articulation of acting technique clear and makes the technical aspect 
of the work as simple as possible. The technique encourages students to further 
their exploration of truth and the articulation encourages them to ground their 
exploration in objective realities. These results make acting more systematic, 
and students can continue with their work even when inspiration fails. But 
developing technique can be challenging because it confronts behavioral 
habits and deep-seated beliefs that manifest in indicating “muscularization” 
(or the pre-planned movement onstage as opposed to organic movement done 
to affect the scene partner) and in the energizing of forced emotions (or the 
portrayal of emotions through exaggerated movements). With constant and 
consistent application, the process of learning to shift one’s focus from the 
self to the scene partner by applying the eclectic mix of the above mentioned 
techniques prepares the students to release their “instinctual” or gut responses 
to external stimuli, making them less self-conscious and more generous actors.
The first part of the semester is devoted to inculcating the vocabulary 
through textual analysis, repetition exercises, and scene work. Textual analysis 
is conducted first through close reading. Then, the text is situated in its 
sociopolitical origins and later personalized through the Stanislavsky Method. 
After the textual analysis is completed, Meisner’s repetition exercises are 
conducted. Once the students organically respond after the exercises, scene 
work begins. At this point, the student-actor’s blocking (movement and 
position on stage) and gestures emerge from their character’s needs, and the 
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teacher-director encourages them to explore different ways of blocking through 
process-oriented questions rather than result-oriented directives. In that way, 
their character’s scene objective is met in a truthful and urgent manner.
The eclectic mix of exercises also addresses the cultural imperative of 
madamdamin. The exercises provide students with a technique for applying 
their reclaimed voices and bodies in exploring universal truths with specificity. 
As they develop their execution of Western techniques within their Filipino 
realities, the students’ physical choices become more organic and truthful: 
reaction is now an organic response to their scene partner, a situation which 
reveals relationships between characters. Exaggerations and emotionalism, 
although still options for theatrical statements, are no longer resorted to as a 
default method of acting. Instead, a method for logical, heartfelt responses 
to the high stakes of the scene’s given circumstances leads to the mindful 
choices that student-actors can make to overcome obstacles. This process-
oriented method also helps students identify their personal application of the 
Western principles. They are thus helped in establishing a balance between 
logic and emotion.
Step 3: Extending Boundaries
The third cultural tendency addressed by the acting classes is the 
deference to authority. Again, the students’ deference comes from the 
internalized expectation for them to be morally upright, politically correct 
individuals, who honor their family’s reputation within a Filipino context. 
To portray a character whose morals and behavior are not aligned with those 
imposed by family and society poses a great challenge for them. Students’ 
families do not necessarily see the line separating character and actor, so that 
students portraying such characters are deemed as doing themselves damage 
rather than as helping themselves see a wider worldview. Such judgments 
ruin stage portrayals. Students must be mindful of their attitude toward the 
characters assigned to them. Rather than condemning the morally wrong 
choices their characters have and will make throughout the play, the students 
must determine the human values that propelled the characters in making 
those choices and empathize with them. Doing so will reveal the complexity 
of a human being’s situation. 
Kissing, for example, is an activity that repels student-actors in the 
Philippines. In the United States, aversion to stage kissing is more the 
exception than the norm. Slapping, in turn, is more readily acceptable in the 
Philippines than in the United States. Filipino students are more willing to be 
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physically provoked to anger than to be situated in physically sensual scenes 
onstage. Offstage, to act angrily to physical assault is acceptable whereas any 
act of sensuality outside of marriage is frowned upon. Meanwhile, in the 
United States, stage combat is carefully choreographed to ensure the safety 
of the actors and it is a “big deal” to make a “big deal” out of kissing.
Filipino students need permission from their acting teachers to behave 
contrary to how they are expected by society to behave. However, the constant 
need for approval and consistent aversion toward risk greatly limit them from 
exploring theatrical inner life and from making meaningful acting choices on 
stage. Effective acting requires of one tremendous willingness to experience 
extreme emotional levels. Students must therefore have the courage to go 
“to the edge” without prompts from the teacher, as well as the discipline 
to challenge and respect their boundaries. This state is achieved by their 
continuously developing a sense of empathy for others while finding value in 
their own artistic worth. Viola Spolin’s words may serve as a guide: “Young 
players can accept responsibility for communication; can become involved; 
can develop relationships and learn to improve and to evolve theatrically valid 
scenes, but only when given the freedom to do so.”29
CONTINUING THE PROCESS
In the second part of the semester, the students have mostly become very 
open and collaborative, so it is at this point that the teacher provides them 
with more challenging dramatic texts, the opportunity to collaborate more 
closely with each other, and the autonomy to practice the technique on their 
own. However, they still need to go through mastering the acting vocabulary 
through close reading textual analysis, sociopolitical contextual research, 
Meisner repetition exercises, and Stanislavsky scene work, as they did in the 
first part of the semester.
Understanding on a cerebral level is the first step; finding empathy is 
the second step; and giving themselves permission to behave outside social 
norms is the third step. The last comes with the caveat that they acknowledge 
their personal boundaries and limitations. They can stop when they have 
reached their limit and can push back their boundaries should they choose 
to. Guided journaling throughout the semester helps the teachers keep track 
29Viola Spolin, Theater Games for the Classroom: A Teacher’s Handbook (Evanston, Illinois: 
Northwestern University Press, 1986), 3.
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of their students’ cognitive and emotional response to the work. Journaling 
also, more importantly, allows students to articulate their experience, chart 
their development, and trace their growth as artists, ultimately empowering 
them to claim their artistry.
Throughout the semester, the student’s work is evaluated according to 
the steady progression of their skills throughout the rehearsal process and the 
consistency of technique application in the final performance. A student’s 
improvement is only possible when he or she is working with an open, 
collaborative, and diligent attitude toward training both onstage and off-. 
Teachers, as facilitators of the students’ growth, guide students throughout 
the process and encourage them to push back the limits of their boundaries. 
However, it will still be the individual student’s responsibility to do the work 
and to decide how far he or she can and will go. The students will have to 
determine their own paths before the class, throughout the semester, and 
beyond the classroom setting. Ultimately, they must decide for themselves not 
just what kind of performer they are, but what kind of performer they can be.
CONCLUDING NOTE: 
IS THERE A FILIPINO WAY OF ACTING?
No, there is none. There is, however, the Filipino heart conditioned by 
Philippine culture that makes or breaks the performance of a Filipino actor 
on the global stage. The Ateneo Theater Arts Program provides a hybrid of 
Western techniques communicated through Filipino methods to address 
Filipino cultural tendencies that the faculty feels may hinder true freedom 
on stage. The process requires much work, especially if moral judgments run 
deep. Whereas it is enjoyable especially in the beginning, it becomes quite 
challenging over time, particularly for highly cerebral students who “want to 
get it right” and who are intimidated by practicing professors. Several students 
have remarked how difficult the process is. Like the skill of a dancer, pianist, 
or athlete, however, acting is a skill developed by an actor through proper and 
constant training. Some actors access the technique faster than others and are 
considered more “talented,” more disciplined, and more passionate. At the end 
of the day, however, regardless of their skill level, all actors have to put in the 
hours of work and the effort for a performance to seem effortlessly truthful. 
What we have tried to do in this paper is describe how well articulated 
acting techniques that were developed in the Western hemisphere are in the 
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Theater Arts Program of the Fine Arts Department of the Ateneo de Manila 
University. These, however, are taught with an appreciation of Philippine 
sociological and anthropological realities.
As teachers in a Jesuit university, we also think that the methods by 
which we accommodate Western acting styles develop in the students a set 
of Ignatian values such as magis, cura personalis, and tantum quantum. How 
this is possible is a topic for another paper. Perhaps in the same manner 
that philosophy, theology, mathematics, foreign languages, and other such 
courses demand that students think imaginatively, push back the limitations 
of their knowledge, and translate their cognitive understanding to practical 
everyday tasks, so also acting classes in Theater Arts demand that students 
expand their experience of humanity on a theoretical level by the vicarious 
experience of living truthfully in circumstances other than their own. Also, 
like the other courses that demand mastery of these higher levels of thought 
and appreciation through constant and consistent practice, students have to 
apply the technique. Through practice of the technique that is tailored to their 
specific cultural realities, they will come to appreciate their own individual 
voices, apart from the character’s and apart from society’s. They will discover 
a genuine connection to their physical impulse, develop a fuller range of 
expression, and find consistency in their technique. And they must remain 
free to explore the truth. For as Prasanna, the eminent Indian acting teacher 
says, “The fundamental purpose of theater is to communicate truthfully, 
and that too in a playful manner. . . . When theater loses its vitality, only the 
false base remains. The truth vanishes into thin air, and theater gets limited 
to meaningless entertainment.”30
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